This article summarises the results of a study carried out at Liverpool John Moores University (LJMU). The aim of the project was to measure and compare the information skills of UK and international students pursuing an undergraduate course in business studies using two UK universities as case studies.
Background
In the mid-1990s, higher education saw its curriculum shift towards independent learning, making information skills fundamental to a student's survival and success (Winship, 1995; Coombs and Houghton, 1995; Wales and Harmon, 1998) . As a consequence, students have been required to ''rely more on independent learning and greater investigative library use'' (Rhodes and Chelin, 2000, p. 60) . In the wider context of the current informationprolific environment, the role of information literacy is more wide reaching -it forms the basis for lifelong learning (ACRL Task Force, 2000) .
For the purpose of this study, information skills were defined as ''the ability to formulate information needs, locate, retrieve and evaluate information''. This 1989 benchmark definition was coined by the American Library Association (1989) , and has been carried forward by national bodies such as the American College and Research Libraries (ACRL) in 2000 in the USA and the SCONUL Task Force on Information Skills in 2001 in the UK (see ACRL Task Force, 2000; Johnson, 2001) . Subsequent articles written from a university library's point of view (Rutter and Matthews, 2002; Rhodes and Chelin, 2000) offer similar definitions.
As information skills play such a great part in students' academic success (see Kamhi-Stein and Stein, 1998) , international students coming to pursue tertiary studies in the UK may be at a disadvantage. They experience more difficulties than native speakers as their academic success depends on their use of non-native (i.e. English) language resources (DiMartino et al., 1995) .
The educational system in their home country might be different from the UK system. It is also the case that, in the UK, the emphasis is on active learning and the acquisition of transferable skills, while in many other countries, emphasis is placed on teaching, that is, on memorisation, observation and imitation (Robertson, 1992; Garcha and Russell, 1993; Helms, 1995) . De Vita (2002) , albeit with a small sample, found that the academic performance of home and international students revealed considerable differences (with home students performing better), that students' cultural background affects their learning styles, and that assessment methods used in the UK system -matching the learning styles of home students -can therefore work to the disadvantage of the international student [1] .
Student administration systems at UK universities define students as ''home'' or ''overseas'' with regard to their fee-paying status. UK as well as European Union (EU) students belong to the ''home'' category, while ''overseas'' students comprise those from outside the EU (see the guidance document of the Department for Education and Skills, 1997) . The aim of this paper was to examine whether students coming from a different educational background than UK students might be at a disadvantage. Therefore, the term ''international student'', used throughout this paper, is different to that used in student administration departments (i.e. ''overseas''). The term ''international student'' as used in this paper describes a student who is from outside the UK. The second user group, ''UK student'', therefore comprises students from the UK. This difference in interpretation posed problems when sampling (see section ''Selection of sample academic institutions'') and gathering data on international students (which included EU students).
As well as enriching the cultural and intellectual environment of a university, overseas students increase the UK's long-term influence abroad (Committee of ViceChancellors and Principals (CVCP), 1998), while also making a considerable contribution to the UK economy [2] . This observation is applicable to any host country. Between them, the UK and the USA attract around 70 per cent of the international postgraduate student population (over 340,000 students in total) (Martin, 2002) . Recent years have seen a steady rise in the number of overseas students enrolled in UK colleges and universities. In the academic year 1989/1990, the total number of overseas students who applied to and were accepted at UK higher education (HE) institutions was 12,000 (Universities UK, 2002 
Business students
As the acquisition of information skills usually occurs in a subject-specific framework, the study was confined to one subject area. Information skills of undergraduate students pursuing a degree in business studies was examined in order to gather data in context. Management and business studies are popular choices among international students. At postgraduate level, business and management studies are the most popular subject choices of international students (including MBAs), attracting more than three times the number of the next most popular choice (Martin, 2002 Selecting a business context for this study is appropriate for other reasons. The acquisition of transferable skills, including information skills, will not only enable students to succeed in their academic study but will also make them highly employable. Information literacy, according to Hawes (1994, p. 57) , from a business perspective means the ''ability to effectively access information for problem solving and decision-making''. Inability to transfer these information skills, as Pask (1981) observed over 20 years ago, might result in inadequate managerial decisions. ''New professionals who hold positions of responsibility but do not seek, use, or value management or communication research'' may cause damaging effects on organisations in the long run (Loehr, 1995, p. 25) . In contrast, the acquisition of information skills prepares undergraduates for their roles in their future career both by highlighting the importance of information and by developing their transferable skills.
Earlier studies have shown that although business students are heavy library users, they lack the knowledge and skills to make use of libraries (Pask, 1981; LittleJohn and BensonTalley, 1990) . Over ten years after the surveys of Pask, LittleJohn and Benson-Talley, when both the learning environment and available resources have changed dramatically, it seems valid to question whether the information skills of business students have also altered in the intervening period.
International students
This section provides a brief thematic overview of the key articles that have dealt with the problems faced by international students when they come to study in an English-speaking country (be it the UK, the USA or Australia). Baron and Strout-Dapaz (2001) suggest that library use is one of the dominant areas in which international students face challenges, with the students having to adjust both in a cultural and educational sense. (They come into contact with different classroom and library experiences.) The authors also observe that language and communication, learning styles and previous experiences can all contribute to the challenges of international students. Naturally, the primary difficulty arises from the variance in the second language abilities of students (which may immediately place international students at a disadvantage). Language problems in library use have been reported since the 1980s (e.g. Wayman, 1984; Kamhi-Stein and Stein, 1998) , and, at a general academic level, recur up to the present day (e.g. Lacina, 2002) . In addition, students might be self-conscious of this language gap, which might prevent them from approaching the librarian (Natowitz, 1995; de Souza, 1996) . Other sources of language difficulty can be that library terminology (Downing and Klein, 2001 ), or the library orientation programme itself, is difficult to understand for international students (Liu, 1993) .
Cultural differences can also affect communication. For instance, non-verbal signs can mean different things in different cultures (Wayman, 1984; Ball and Mahony, 1987; Garcha and Russell, 1993; Natowitz, 1995) [5]; or international students might lack familiarity with native idioms and college slang, which can result in cultural misunderstandings (Lacina, 2002) [6]. Cultural differences incorporate educational differences; consequently, learning styles across educational systems can be very different. In some cultures, students learn by imitation and observation, unlike in North America (or the UK), where students are expected to develop critical thinking skills and undertake independent research (Wayman, 1984; Garcha and Russell, 1993; Natowitz, 1995; Kamhi-Stein and Stein, 1998) . Group achievement may be considered far more important than individual accomplishment in some cultures (Wayman, 1984; Garcha and Russell, 1993). De Vita (2002, p. 173) found that ''cultural conditioning is reflected in the learning style preferences of students'', i.e. that international students tend to exhibit a wider range of learning styles than UK students; which in turn can put them at a disadvantage when exposed to an educational environment biased towards the ''home student'' (i.e. UK) learning styles [7] . ''Previous library experiences that international students bring into a foreign academic setting is another critical area'', claim Garcha and Russell (1993, p. 17) . Wales and Harmon (1998, p. 19) observe that libraries in other countries may differ significantly from the libraries of the students' home institutions, and so, ''students may be unfamiliar with open stacks, the classification system and the prevalence of electronic sources''. For example, in 1993, 90 per cent of Chinese libraries had closed stacks (Liu, 1993) . Other new aspects of library services include online catalogues (Garcha and Russell, 1993 ), inter-library loan (Irving, 1994; Allen, 1993) and database searching (Natowitz, 1995; Kamhi-Stein and Stein, 1998 ). Robertson's (1992) survey suggested that plagiarism and copyright laws posed challenges to international students.
Other studies have examined the difficulties of international students when using libraries while studying abroad (Robertson, 1992; Allen, 1993; Garcha and Russell, 1993; Onwuegbuzie and Jiao, 1997) . Research mainly focused on ''traditional'' library skills, together with problems resulting from the cultural and educational differences of international students. Onwuegbuzie and Jiao's (1997) survey compares native and non-native English speakers with respect to their frequency of library usage and their reasons for using the library, and explores whether differences exist between these groups with regard to levels of library anxiety. In this context, ''library anxiety'' included barriers with staff, affective barriers, feelings of comfort with and knowledge of the library, and mechanical barriers. Another survey, conducted by Wales and Harmon (1998) in the USA, compared international and US students' perceptions of the library, their willingness to seek for help and their patterns of library use.
Other research has concentrated on issues that are only characteristic of this special user group. Wales and Harmon (1998, p. 21) point out that it is ''instructive to view international students in relation to other students rather than in isolation''. However, there is a lack of studies which position international students' information skills within the context of the whole student population. Only after an objective measurement of students' information skills is it possible to compare the two student groups and answer the question ''are international students at a disadvantage compared to UK students regarding their ability to make effective use of learning resources?''. Thus, this formed the focus of the study at LJMU.
Research objectives
The objectives of the study were to:
. measure students' information skills (both general and subject-specific) and draw comparisons between the two groups as defined, ''international'' and ''home''; . identify the nature of training that had been received by business studies students in the area of information skills up to the point of measurement carried out in this study; and .
analyse the strengths and weaknesses of all students of whatever language or background in relation to their information skills.
Selection of sample academic institutions
The sample institutions were chosen from universities that offered undergraduate business programmes and were within a close geographical area. Liverpool John Moores University (LJMU) and Manchester Metropolitan University (MMU) were chosen because they are both ''new'' universities offering similar programmes. Initial contacts were made with both the appropriate departments and the international offices of the respective universities in order to gain information on the programmes offered and their student populations, as well as for permission to conduct the research. This project investigated international students in the context of students from outside the UK (see section on ''Background'' for definition). However, figures on student population in this context can be misleading as, because of feepaying status, EU students are classed together with UK students by the universities and their nationality is regarded as confidential (see Table II ). Furthermore, exchange students from the EU, who visit for one or two semesters, are grouped separately. This posed a difficulty in that sample courses had to be selected on the basis of tutors' experience (i.e. those courses with a high number of international students were selected). Table III shows the breakdown of the sample population by course title. Sample students were enrolled on four BA courses: BA Business Administration (BABA), BA International Business with a foreign language (BAIBS), BA Business in Europe (BABE) and BA Business Studies (BABS), plus a foundation course.
Data collection and analysis
A sampling plan was drawn up to include international and home students. Data were to be collected at tutorials to ensure that sufficient international students would complete the questionnaire, which meant that the sampling plan had to be used as an approximation. Timing was difficult, as collection had to be postponed to a time when all international students returned after the January exam/ holiday period. As students were required to complete the survey within the tutorials, the response rate was 100 per cent. Participants comprised 141 students from the two universities (the total number of students forming the tutorial groups), LJMU and MMU. A total of 83 students from LJMU, and 58 students from MMU completed the questionnaire. While the response rate was 100 per cent (141), not all the respondents completed all the questions, hence the varying totals (141, 140, 139) in the following tables. Slightly more than one-half of the sample were female (62 per cent). The ages of respondents ranged between 17 and 42 (mean = 22.09, SD = 4.26). Respondents comprised 15 foundation, 41 first year, seven second year, 22 third year and 56 fourth year students. In total, 22 nationalities were involved [8] .
English was the first language of approximately half of the students (49.6 per cent, see Table IV ) [9] . More than 70 per cent of international students were from the EU. Students were represented from 18 non-English speaking countries from Europe, Asia, Africa and South America.
Most of the international students had spent less than a year in the UK (79 per cent), while at the same time they were in their final year of study (58.3 per cent). These features indicate that the majority of international students who responded to this survey were (European) exchange students. No major differences were reported between the first language and nationality of students, which suggests that minorities were not represented.
Training received
Students were asked to identify whether they had received training in seven areas of information skills at the host university:
(1) Induction. Induction to the university library service. (2 In most skills areas (with the exception of induction and locating resources) less than 50 per cent of both student groups received training (see Figure 1 ). Evaluating information was the area in which students received the least amount of training. The most striking difference, in terms of training provision, between international and home students was in the fields of induction, locating resources, and keywording. One reason for international students missing inductions could be that they often join the course late. The smallest difference between groups was in the training provision of evaluating information. Students were also asked to name who provided the training -tutor, librarian or other. In two areas -using the Internet and evaluating information, tutors were the main instructors. In the area of keywording, apart from instruction from the librarian, UK students received more help from tutors than international students: 27.7 per cent of UK students received training from tutors, compared with only 10 per cent of international students. UK students also received more help from tutors than international students in using the Internet and evaluating information. A possible explanation for UK students receiving more training than international students could be that by having spent more time at the UK university than international students, they have had more training opportunities.
Information skills
The rest of the survey concentrated on a comprehensive measurement of information skills. Students were asked to rate their skills on a five-point scale. Information skills were measured in three domains: affective (students' feelings towards research and information skills), cognitive and sensorimotor (skills such as recognising and interpreting information such as catalogue screens). The three-part measurement was partly based on the model of Jakobovits and Nahl- Jakobovits (1990) . These authors suggest that, in order to measure information skills, it is important to consider the affective aspects as a student's negative affective position will hinder their ability to acquire cognitive and sensorimotor skills.
Five questions focused on students' feelings and attitudes towards library research skills and 12 questions focused on the cognitive and sensorimotor aspects.
The two student groups, UK and international, primarily coincided in their rating of their own information skills, though slightly more international students graded themselves good (48.6 per cent) than home students (43.5 per cent) (see Figure 2 ).
Affective domain (students' feelings and attitudes about information skills)
To find out whether international and UK students have different feelings and attitudes to information skills, five questions were posed:
(1) Do they feel that doing research for an assignment is a waste of time?
(2) Do they think finding information in the library is frustrating? (3) Are they embarrassed about asking the librarian a question? (''embarrassment'' is defined as any barrier that might prevent students from interacting with the librarian).
(4) Can they find without help what they need in the library? (5) Do they think library research skills are useful in everyday life?
The results are presented in Table V . Inability to find information without help or feeling frustration were the two main sources of students' negative attitudes to information skills (approximately 40 per cent of all students). With regard to frustration, a significant majority of those students who said they were frustrated were from the UK (65.2 per cent of all UK students), while frustrated international students comprised only 22.9 per cent of all international students (see Table V ). The majority of students (62.1 per cent) claimed that they were not able to find information without help: only 37.9 per cent said they did not need help in searching for information in the learning resource centre. Also more UK students claimed that they were unable to find information without help (71 per cent of all UK students) than international students (53.5 per cent of international students).
Slightly more international students (16.9 per cent) were embarrassed to ask the librarian a question than UK students (13 per cent). This difference, taking into account the size of the sample (n = 141), is not significant, which is different to findings of earlier studies. Onwuegbuzie and Jiao (1997) found that non-native speakers have higher levels of anxiety concerning their relation to library staff and non-native speakers were more likely to perceive librarians as intimidating and unapproachable. Liu and Redfern (1997) discovered that international students might avoid asking librarians, because they are afraid of asking stupid questions, or of not fully understanding the answers. The above results, however, show that there is no difference between UK and international students as far as feeling embarrassed about asking questions is concerned. This is also confirmed by the study of Wales and Harmon (1998, p. 24) who found that, in general, international students did not let embarrassment cause them to avoid asking for assistance any more than US students, i.e. ''all college students are subject to library anxiety''.
Of the two groups, UK students had a more positive attitude towards the utility of research skills. Of all UK students, 87 per cent thought research skills were useful in everyday life, while only 76.1 per cent of international students believed the same. Table VI illustrates the ranking of areas in which the two student groups had negative feelings towards information skills. Results in Table VI show that there is no major difference between the two groups' anxiety levels (13 per cent of UK students and 16.9 per cent of international students claimed to feel embarrassed when asking the librarian a question). A more surprising finding is that other factors seem to be more important in students' negative direction than library anxiety (see ranking in Table VI ) [10] . In the context of the curriculum's emphasis on independent study, the fact that ability to find information without help was the major reason for students' negative attitudes questions the existence of . Their overall affective behaviour was measured on a scale between 1 and 5, where 1 was very negative, 2 = negative, 3 = neutral, 4 = positive and 5 = very positive (see Figure 3) . When the responses are analysed in this way, in general, international students appear to hold a more positive view of information skills and the library. As Figure 3 shows, a greater percentage of international students belonged to the positive (29 per cent) and very positive categories (4.3 per cent) compared to UK students. The majority of UK students (43.5 per cent) were negative. A total of 31.9 per cent of UK students and 43.5 per cent of international students had a neutral attitude. Smaller proportions of international students fell in the negative (21.7 per cent compared to 43.5 per cent of UK students) and very negative (1.4 per cent compared to 7.2 per cent of UK students) categories. Thus the positive attitude of international students could be attributed to their motivation to succeed. It has been observed that international students spend longer periods in the library and on computers, make more demands on university staff, and that international students are here ''to study '' (McCullagh and O'Connor, 1989) . This is reinforced by interview responses by academic staff conducted during the project. One example of such a response was ''If you have got the resource and the energy to study in a foreign country, then you are probably a more purposive student''.
Sensorimotor domain
The middle part of the questionnaire consisted of 12 questions. Three questions measured the students' ability to recognise salient information for their information search (sensorimotor domain), i.e. they had to determine whether a book was available to borrow by interpreting an online catalogue screen, select in which shelf range the book was held, and decide whether the given document was a journal article or a book (see Figures 4-6) .
As is common to many UK university libraries, both university libraries in the study use Dewey (Manchester using Edition 20 and Liverpool using Edition 21). Thus, the results are comparable. In both interpreting the catalogue and deciding the shelf range over 50 per cent of all students gave incorrect answers. UK students were slightly worse in both areas, which is in contrast with the expectations that international students would find difficulties in adjusting to library systems different to those of Figure 3 Students' feelings and attitudes their home country (e.g. as suggested in the literature overview). The results in determining document types were slightly better (over 60 per cent of answers were correct). This was also the area in which UK students performed better. Of the 62.6 per cent of all students who recognised that the sample test item referred to was a journal article, only 55.7 per cent of international students were correct, as opposed to 69.6 per cent of UK students.
These shortcomings might be one of the reasons why students reported high levels of inability to find information. If they cannot tell a journal article from a book, they might start searching on the catalogue for a document, which is in fact not indexed there. Similarly, if they fail to notice that the book is not in the library, it is no wonder they cannot find books on the shelves -assuming they know which shelf to start looking at in the first place.
Cognitive domain
The remaining nine questions measured students' cognitive skills: two related to their keywording abilities, one referred to the databases available in the learning resource centre, five examined their ability to evaluate information, while the final question examined their skills in preparing a bibliographic citation.
Of the total respondents, 25 per cent did not identify the correct synonym for ''human resource management''. International students had more problems with keywording than UK students (see Figure 7) . A total of 17.4 of all UK, and 30 per cent of all international students were incorrect, the latter usually choosing the broader term (management) instead of the synonym. Robertson and Williams (1993) arrived at a similar finding when examining business students' information skills. In their study, only 18 per cent of students could consistently identify broader and narrower terms; and 30.92 per cent of students were able to suggest synonyms. Kiestra et al. (1994) conclude that knowledge of the subject domain has an impact on the effectiveness of searching techniques. DiMartino et al.'s (1995, p. 57 ) study on CD-ROM search techniques ascertained that there is a difference between native and non-native speakers in their searching abilities. Native speakers' searches usually yielded more matches due to differences in vocabulary. Native speakers utilised plural forms, synonyms and expanded terms to better effect than non-native speakers. As the terms used in the survey did not require a very thorough knowledge of business studies, it is more likely that the latter argument on the effect of native vocabulary is true.
Boolean searching was also a weak area for students, where 59.6 per cent of students failed to distinguish between the meanings of Boolean operators: ''and'' and ''or'' (see Figure 8) .
International students had more difficulty with this skill: 63.9 per cent of all international students were incorrect, as opposed to 55.1 per cent of all UK students. The typical mistake, for both groups, was to combine two synonyms with ''and'', and therefore having the effect of limiting, rather then allowing for either to appear by using ''or'' in the search term. The incorrect usage of operators was also observed by DiMartino et al. (1995) .
As students must be able to phrase their information needs, and know how to structure their question when using the Internet (Pask and Snow, 1995) , their lack of knowledge in using Boolean operators inevitably has a negative impact on the effectiveness of their searches. These results thus confirm the findings of Tompkins et al. (1998, p. 103) , according to whom, ''many instructors found that they were mistaken in assuming that all of their students had basic computing and Internet skills''.
The response rate was the lowest for the exercise where students had to select the two appropriate business databases to find journal articles for a particular topic (see Figure 9) . A total of 16 per cent of students did not reply at all, and 14 per cent only marked one choice. Altogether, 84 per cent of all sample students attempted to answer. Of the students who responded to this question, 42 per cent chose both, and 41.3 per cent one of the databases correctly. The suggestion that many students were likely to be guessing was supported by the inclusion of a ''dummy'' database, which almost 14 per cent of students selected. Findings are in line with those of Wales and Harmon (1998) who found few differences between international students and US students with regard to familiarity with particular library areas or services.
Evaluating information was one of the other areas in which students were weakest. Respondents had to decide which of the five items listed in the questionnaire (two articles and three books) were relevant for a given subject: sex discrimination at the workplace. Only two of the items (the first and the third) were appropriate both in terms of subject and currency of information, while the subject of Figure 9 Business databases (scores) Figure 8 Boolean searching two others (the second and the fifth) did not correspond with the given topic, and one item (the fourth) was extremely outdated (publication date 1984). Reference No. 4 received the highest number of incorrect answers (77.3 per cent), which means that students did not take into account the currency of the information source (even though the task explicitly asked for up-to-date information). Students also had difficulty in identifying documents for the given subject, as 50.7 per cent of students included articles dealing with discrimination at schools (see Figure 10) [12].
The results achieved by the individual students were then aggregated to form a single score indicating the correct number of citations achieved out of the maximum five. Of the 140 students tested, only seven had all the five references right. The mean score for international students was 2.49 (n = 71, SD = 1.19), while UK students achieved 3.27 (n = 69, SD = 1.17). UK students were better in this area of information skills. The greatest difference between the two groups is shown in the case of the first and second references: the decisive factor for the inclusion of these two references was their subject matter; and UK students performed much better than international students. Thus, it was more difficult for international students to decide whether the given subject corresponded to the subject area of the articles. This, on the one hand, might be a consequence of the fact that international students have more problems in the area of keywording skills. The fact that most international students had spent less than a year in the UK, suggests that they might improve their skills in evaluating information. Even though UK students achieved higher scores, their results are less impressive when considered in relation to the fact that they had had a longer exposure to critical thinking. Lack of skills in evaluating information in relation to the Internet was also observed by Pask and Snow (1995) and Tompkins et al. (1998) .
Preparing a bibliographic reference on the basis of a title page was also found by students to be a difficult area. Maximum points (five) were awarded if all the essential elements of the reference were given and in the correct order [13] . One point was subtracted for each element missing or if elements were presented in the wrong order, as well as for including superfluous components. Only ten students managed to get the bibliographic reference entirely correct, and considering that half of the students were in their final year, this number might be interpreted to be extremely low, and 24.1 per cent of the students did not achieve any points at all. The mean score for all students was 2.34. UK students performed only slightly better (n = 69; mean = 2.40) than international students (n = 72; mean = 2.27). Some students included such redundant features as the author's position, or the name of the author's institution. The mean of test scores for all students was 16.75 (n = 140). UK students attained a mean of 17.80, as opposed to the slightly lower mean of 15.73 achieved by international students. Thus students achieved approximately 57.7 per cent of the total attainable points (29). For easier reference, individual scores were grouped into five categories: unsatisfactory (0-13), poor (14-17), adequate (18-21), good (22-25) and excellent (26) (27) (28) (29) .
Each of the five categories has approximately the same number of international and UK students (see Figure 11) . The major differences are at both extremes of the scale: only one international student achieved an excellent score, while four UK students did so; at the same time, unsatisfactory scores were achieved by more international than UK students. Considering that the majority of international students had spent less than a year at the UK university, the difference between the two groups is insignificant.
However, the reason for UK undergraduates achieving low scores might derive from their time spent at secondary schools. As Hepworth (2000) asserts, students might come from a variety of backgrounds some of which may not have encouraged information literacy. ''I think that our educators are of the opinion that during the summer holiday that marks our children's progression from primary to secondary school, a magic wand is waved, which gives pupils the power to search for information, arrange and present it competently'' (King, 2001, p. 86) . Even though the National Curriculum requires students to acquire competencies in information skills (Library Association, 1996) , a survey of secondary school libraries revealed that many schools fall below minimum standards with respect to library provision (Library Association, 1996) . For example, 30 per cent of school libraries are run without full-time or part-time librarian or teacher involvement (Library Association, 1996) . The Survey of Secondary School Libraries showed that only 49.3 per cent of schools attempt to teach information skills systematically (Survey and Statistical Centre, 2002) . King (2001, p. 86 ) also stressed ''that a cohesive policy of library and information skills teaching in British secondary schools still does not exist and its incorporation into the curriculum in primary schools is patchy in the extreme''. In the USA, for instance, the Information Literacy Competency Standards for Higher Education provides a framework for assessing the information literate individual. It ''extends the work of the American Association of School Librarians Task Force on Information Literacy Standards, thereby providing higher education an opportunity to articulate its information literacy competencies with those of K-12 [the school] so that a continuum of expectations develops for students at all levels '' (ACRL Task Force, 2000, p. 210) . 
Self-rating versus actual score
Each student was asked to make a self-rating of their information skills on the basis of five categories (excellent, good, adequate, poor and unsatisfactory) before taking the ''test'' part. Both student groups tended to overrate their skills (over 60 per cent of students rated themselves better than their actual scores). International students were less ''realistic'' -75.7 per cent overrated their skills, as opposed to 63.8 per cent of UK students. This is particularly noticeable in the ''good'' category, where, of the 35 international students who rated their skills ''good'', almost 50 per cent scored in the ''unsatisfactory'' category (a difference of three categories). For brevity, aggregated results display the percentage of students who scored lower, equal or higher than their own self-rating (see Figure 12 ).
Summary and discussion
As far as students' feelings and attitudes towards the library were concerned, the main source of negative attitudes is their feeling unable to find information without help, which is a noteworthy finding within a context of the curriculum's emphasis on independent study. Results revealed that UK and international students feel equally embarrassed about asking questions, while UK students are more frustrated, and at the same time less able to find information in the library. International students, however, are less aware of the utility of research skills in other areas of life. Overall, international students have a more positive attitude to the library, which might be explained by their motivation to succeed.
The original hypothesis, which posited that international students might be at a disadvantage compared to UK students concerning their information skills, was rejected. There was no significant difference between the information skills of the two groups. The mean score achieved in the test was only slightly better for UK (17.80) than for international students (15.73; where maximum score = 29). In addition, students were not aware of their actual knowledge, as they tended to overrate their information skills, sometimes with a difference of three categories. One possible explanation of the lack of significant difference could be that the sample population predominantly comprised EU students whose educational background might be more akin to the UK system than those from overseas. Wales and Harmon (1998) refer to Liu, who noted that a large segment of international students in the UK comprises European students, implying that they share a common cultural heritage. So it might be that causes of concern with regard to international students' information skills (including educational differences between host and home countries) have started to diminish in the case of EU students. However, considering the decline of the number of EU students in higher education from (see Universities UK, 2002 , it might be that this trend will reverse with the number of overseas students increasing again. For instance, in the academic years 2000/2001 and 2001/2002 , the decrease of EU students was 8 per cent, with an increase of full-time UK students of 3 per cent, and a 14 per cent increase in other overseas students (Universities UK, 2002) .
Inherent in the issues surrounding the information skills of international students as a user group can be illustrated by the number of articles written on this subject in the last 30 years. For simplicity, only those contained in the LISA (Library and Information Science Abstracts) were included. Altogether, 141 articles were written between 1973-2002 (see Figure 13 ) [14] . The ''peak'' of literature was in the period between 1988-1994. Since the mid-1990s the number of articles has fallen, Figure 12 Actual score lower/equal/higher than self-rating (UK and international students)
suggesting that international students do not posit new difficulties to the library professionals, i.e. that most are aware of the common characteristics of this group (see Figure 13) .
Alternatively, could it be that international students' access to the Internet and electronic resources is levelling out the educational differences?
The results of this study call attention to the fact that the information skills home students bring from their schools and the previous library experiences international students bring from their home country are equally important. The reason for the relatively poor performance of UK students might be that they were not sufficiently equipped with information skills at school. Further research could be undertaken to confirm this hypothesis by exploring whether UK students receive adequate training in information skills in schools -as outlined in the National Curriculum (Library Association, 1996) -before embarking on a higher education course. www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/bookshop/downloads/ facts02.pdf (accessed 7 October 2002). 4 Engineering is the most popular choice in terms of the whole international student population ± 24.9 per cent of all international students, followed by 18 per cent of students choosing business-related subjects (HESA, 2001 , available at: www.hesa.ac.uk/holisdocs/ pubinfo/student/subject01.htm (accessed 19 February 2003) ). 5 For example, in some non-Western countries, nodding means``no'' (Wayman, 1984) . 6 For example, international students may interpret``I'll call you soon'' quite differently from an American student, who only means to end the conversation (Lacina, 2002) . 7 One of De Vita's findings was that home students tend to cope better with verbal input, while international students favour the visual style (De Vita, 2002, p. 173 ). 8 British (64); Spanish (18); German (16); French (9); Irish (5); Chinese (5); Cypriot (3); Italian (2); Turkish (2); Danish (2); Brazilian (2); Belgian (1); Ukranian (1); Indonesian (1); Bruneian (1); Korean (1); Kenyan (1); Angolan (1); Nigerian (1); Uzbek (1); US (1); Sierra Leonian (1); Total (139). 9 It was expected not all UK students would have English as their first language. However, all UK students in the sample said that they had English as their first language. The survey also asked students to give the number of years spent at the UK university with the aim of identifying those students who have spent significant amount of time already in the UK before commencing their study. No major difference was found between the two variables. Figure 13 Number of articles on international students 10 Library anxiety here is associated with the waỳ`e mbarrassment'' is used in the study, i.e. any barrier experienced by students that might prevent them from interacting with the librarian. 11 Positive attitudes included: research is not considered a waste of time, students are able to find information, and they do not feel frustrated or embarrassed, and they see the utility of research skills in other areas of life. 12``Pastoral curriculum'' in the title of the article clearly implied that the subject is not related to discrimination at the workplace. 13 These elements were: author, year, title, edition, publisher, place. The British Standard (BS1629:1989 Recommendations for references to published materials) was used to decide the correct order of elements. 14 Search terms used were: KW = (international student*) or (foreign student*). Search up to date as of 18 February 2003.
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